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Abstract: Manju Kapur’s A Married Woman presents a thought provoking exploration of the emotional and psychological
landscape of women constrained by patriarchal structures. This study examines how the novel portrays gendered grief,
highlighting the intersection of marital disillusionment, societal expectations, and emotional suppression in shaping the
protagonist’s journey. The central character, Astha, experiences profound grief arising from the dissonance between personal
desires and the restrictive norms of marriage and family. Kapur foregrounds the subtle, often invisible forms of emotional
suffering that women endure within patriarchal frameworks, where their identities and autonomy are frequently subordinated to
the roles of wife, daughter, and mother. The paper analyzes the mechanisms of emotional suppression that exacerbate Astha’s
grief, including societal silencing, lack of supportive familial structures, and internalized norms of obedience and self-denial.
Drawing upon feminist literary criticism and psychological perspectives on trauma, the study demonstrates how grief in the
novel is not merely a personal experience but also a socially conditioned phenomenon, shaped by gendered power dynamics.
Furthermore, the narrative traces Astha’s gradual process of healing, emphasizing self-reflection, assertion of personal agency,
and the pursuit of autonomy as key factors in emotional recovery. The novel thereby foregrounds the transformative potential of
grief, illustrating how confrontation with emotional pain can catalyze self-discovery and empowerment.

By situating Astha’s experiences within the broader context of patriarchal constraints and cultural expectations, this paper
underscores the significance of Kapur’s work as a critical commentary on women’s emotional lives. It argues that A Married
Woman not only portrays the pervasive impact of gendered oppression but also offers a literary framework for understanding
resilience and healing. Ultimately, the study highlights the interrelation of grief, social structures, and personal growth,
contributing to on-going discussions on feminist narratives of emotional and psychological emancipation.
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L. INTRODUCTION
A Married Woman by Manju Kapur is a powerful novel that sensitively explores the complex emotional ground of middle-class
Indian families in general and the struggles of women who find themselves trapped between personal yearnings and social
expectations in particular. Like her earlier works, this narrative deals with the existential crisis of humans that is prone to silent
suffering, suppressed thoughts and an incessant desire for meaning amid the restrictions of social atmosphere. The novel is marked
by intense suffering which can be seen more than just an emotional response to the conflicting things, rather as a complex
psychological state borne out of gender issue, cultural conditioning, conjugal obligations and the pressure to prove oneself to
confirm to social images. The plot offers rich material for observing the invisible wounds of the characters caused by the struggle
between their inner selves and externally imposed expectations.
The novel deals with a sincere and sensitive depiction of the struggle, frustration, anger, agony, disappointment, alienation, grief and
quest for identity of women to regain reconciliation. The patriarchal world poses various challenges to female world and the females
keep struggling silently either to endure or to oppose oppressive ideology. The novel provokes our thoughts in witnessing the life
journey of its lead character Astha, a married woman. In her pursuit to reclaim her identity, she builds bonds with different people
and opposes patriarchal notions to emerge as an independent human being.
The psychological struggle of the characters unfolds how social, political and cultural aspects affect their existence and it is here that
the narrative of Manju Kapur gains depth showing the emotional cost of conformity. The narrative suggests that grief is a shared
universal experience and healing is a state of reclaiming, though partial, what one loses amid the pressure. This exploration will
therefore reveal the novel as a profound study of human vulnerability, resilience, and the subtle ways in which individuals strive to
rediscover harmony and inner peace.
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The narrative deals with the societal and psychological changes and challenges as faced by Astha during the pre and post marriage
phases of her life. She is born and brought up in an upper middle class family. As she the only child of her parents, a good care is
taken of her education and sensibilities. The very first paragraph describes her status as a girl and a woman: “Astha was brought up
properly, as befits a woman, with large supplements of fear. One slip might find her alone, vulnerable and unprotected. The infinite
ways in which she could be harmed were not specified, but Astha absorbed them through her skin, and ever after was drawn to the
safe and secure” (1).

1. PORTRAYAL OF GRIEF IN A MARRIED WOMAN

Manju Kapur's A Married Woman highlights the emotion of grief as a deeply psychological experience which can be detected in the
everyday realities of marriage, patriarchy, and emotional deprivation. Unlike the traditional narratives where grief culminates in loss
or death, Manju Kapur shows a story in which it is projected as a painful slow process originating from unfulfilled desires,
incomplete relationships and identity crisis. The voiceless suffering of an upper middle class educated Indian woman is portrayed
through Astha, whose emotional needs become psychological strains and that need to be acknowledged.

Her grief aggravates because of emotional isolation and loneliness. She is living among her family members, even than she suffers
being lonely. She craves for being understood and cared for. Only materialistic or mechanical availability can never console the one
who needs to be taken care of. She is frustrated because of her unrequited expectations that remained incomplete till the end. She
became introvert and starts rethinking about her existence comparing her past and present along with a blur perception of future.

A. Grief as Symptom of Marital Disillusionment

As the title of the novel indicates that it is a story of a married woman, Astha, the readers can naturally anticipate marital
disillusionment to be the root cause behind her grief. Astha is orientated by her mother to be an ideal woman resorting to the
feminine roles set by society especially by patriarchal society. All the dreams of a newly wedded wife transform into psychic
conditions by repeated betrayals, emotional absence, erotic difference, stereo-typed role enforcement and negligence of small
expectations. Anita Balakrishnan argues in her article “Marriage, Tradition and Autonomy: The Quest for Self-discovery in Manju
Kapur’s A Married Woman” that the novel stages a “quest for self-discovery” that is continually thwarted by marriage as institution
— and it is this thwarting that produces Astha’s sustained grief. She rightly traces out the root cause and writes that: “The novel
traces the adolescence and early childhood of the protagonist through her unquestioning acceptance of the role chosen for her, that
role of a married woman. Astha’s rebellion comes much later, when she experiences a lack of validation within the marriage, despite
two children, a dutiful husband and an enviable lifestyle” (107). A chief cause of Astha’s grief is the gradual evaporation of
Hemant’s warmth and care towards her. His emotional negligence intensifies her grief continuously. She kept waiting for reciprocal
love but to her disappointment Hemant is indifferent to her emotional needs. Manju Kapur reveals it through the ordinary
conversations between them with Hement debating about futility of her unnecessary expectation. As a result Hemant’s assurances
like, “There is nothing wrong with our relationship” (66) seems empty against Astha’s felt emptiness: “But | am not happy, so how
can you ... ” (87). These remarks break her emotionally and his indifference in response to her inner feelings increases her grief to a
great extent. Astha’s attempts to name her unhappiness are deflected as excessive or “overthinking.”

Continuous invalidation of emotions leads to what psychology terms as ‘ambiguous loss,” or prolonged grief of rejection. The loss
of recognition or intimacy is real but it remains unacknowledged on the social level. Various scenes in this novel are related to
domestic banality which becomes arenas where her emotional expectations are overlooked and even minimized. Manju Kapur
deliberately showcases the tragic experience of her protagonist minutely making her grief pervasive and internalized.

B. Internalized Patriarchy and Intergenerational Transmission

It is interesting to have a close analysis of an often neglected and contradictory aspect of patriarchal ideology. What role men think,
decide and expect of women to play without posing any question is related to patriarchal thought. But the novel shows how even
woman tries to orient another women for following this ideology. Kapur is hinting at internalized patriarchy that is overlooked amid
overt patriarchal examples in society. Astha’s mother and other women in this novel play those set roles which reproduce the same
patriarchal expectations. This chain is the chain of betrayal and it has engulfed the lives and dreams of a number of women across
the globe. This internal patriarchy has made Astha’s life miserable: her grief is not only related to the failure of her husband; but is
also about a generational control structure which works unobserved since the thought of woman against woman is something which
is not grasped when covered under the garb of tradition. Simone de Beauvoir in The Second Sex observes:
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There is a unanimous agreement that getting a husband — or on some cases a _protector’ — is for her the most important of
undertakings.... She will free herself from the parental home, from her mother‘s hold, she will open up her future not by active
conquest but by delivering herself up, passive and docile, into the hands of a new master. (352)

Psychology proves that such internalized oppression results in ever-increasing grief since it multiplies the effect of various instances
of invalidation in life. It becomes tragic when one’s own family becomes a reason of limitation or restriction. The place of solace
becomes chaotic and the suffering becomes silent and solitary after expectation of understanding comes to an end. Psychologically
the sufferer shrinks from resistance as well as revelation of inner struggle.

C. Grief Caused by Loss of Individual Identity in A Married Woman

Simon de Beauvoir is right when she says: “One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman.” (The Second Sex 283). Same thing
happens with Astha in this novel. She is a promising young girl endowed with a distinct sense of individuality, emotional intensity
and artistic aspirations before marriage. Her early exposure to art, literature and idealistic concept of love makes her sensitive and
romantic. She is portrayed as vibrant, enthusiastic and full of energy. Her observation and understanding make her search for
meaning beyond social conformity. She believes that love has a transformative power and marriage is about a partnership that
improves rather than curbs individuality of a person. This pre-marital phase of her life is in alignment with what feminist critics
view as ‘potential self,” a stage where identity is still fluid like a signifier and open to self-realization.

Her emotional quotient is marked by yearning and depth before marriage. Her understanding of love is simple and sacred, she has an
intensive expectation that love is emotionally reciprocal. Her romantic notion of love shows that hers is a personality inclined
towards emotional openness rather than restraint as Manju Kapur notes that Astha “fell in love easily and deeply” (148). In the field
of psychoanalysis, it testifies to a self that has not yet known what repression means. From a feminist psychoanalytic perspective,
Astha has not yet internalized the patriarchal demand for emotional containment that marriage later imposes upon her. From the
point of modern theory of feminism, we can say that as a female her right to asset her identity is manipulated by patriarchal ideology
of her family. Manju Kapur delineates the character of Astha to show how even educated women are devoid of their rights to be
treated equally in our society.

Manju Kapur represents the element of grief in this novel as a psychological condition caused by prolonged identity erosion.
Astha’s grief is akin to the psychological concept “ambiguous loss,” where the concept of self is lost without experiencing a coherent
moment of joy. This type of grief remains unrecognized on the social level since it lacks visible tragedy thought it profoundly
damages mental health. Kapur portrays this loss of identity as a silent psychological trauma that unfolds within the domestic space,
where emotional suppression replaces self-expression. Through Astha’s experience, Kapur critiques the patriarchal structures that
normalize women’s psychological grief by treating loss of identity as normal after marriage.

D. Conflict between Duty and Desire

Another significant reason responsible for the element of grief in this novel is the consistent conflict between socially imposed duty
and repressed personal desire. The narrative clearly highlights Astha’s contrary inner struggle after marriage where her duty towards
husband, children and family constantly clash with her emotional, artistic and sexual desires. It creates an imbalance in her life and
her helplessness to resolve it gives birth to a deep chronic and unarticulated grief. It’s necessary to maintain a balance between these
two: you keep on performing your duty that’s right, but putting your personal happiness always at the stake sacrificing them in the
hope that one day things will change cannot bear any satisfaction. After fulfilling duties one requires space for personal desires and
expectations. The novelist foregrounds this conflicting situation in the plot of this novel sowing how society glorifies female
sacrifice while denying them their right to assert their rights and space to work for their dreams and aspirations.

Astha keeps on using suppression, a defence mechanism as defined in psychology. She repeatedly suppressed her desire, but
suppression does not put an end to it. It resurfaces in other indirect and metaphoric forms. Her artistic impulses, emotional
suffocation and eventual relationship with Pipeelika mark the return of repressed desires. Her desires remained buried in her
unconsciousness, and the moment conscious control of the mind is loosened, they come out in different forms as Sigmund Freud
suggests in psychoanalysis. Astha’s desires are not reckless or unnecessary, they are natural urges depicted as fundamental for
emotional recognition and autonomy. The grief Astha experiences arise not from desire itself but from the impossibility of
reconciling it with duty. Her grief intensifies because society does not allow any space to negotiate her conflict. The differential
nature of society gets reflected through the fact that the male desire or expectation is often taken sincerely within marriage, while
female desire is subordinated and even neglected. This injustice denies her any claim for personal desire. She rocks like a pendulum
between compliance and rebellion, belonging completely to neither.
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Kapur suggests that Astha’s suffering is emblematic of many married women whose inner lives are constrained by moral
expectations that privilege sacrifice over selfhood. Thus the compulsion to say no to personal desires tears the self and changes
everyday life into a monotonous site for suppressed grief.

I1l. THE ELEMENT OF HEALING IN MANJU KAPUR’S A MARRIED WOMAN
Manju Kapur’s A Married Woman presents healing not as a sudden emotional recovery but as a slow, fragmented, and deeply
personal process shaped by gendered constraints and social expectations. The protagonist, Astha, experiences profound emotional
unrest arising from a suffocating marriage, emotional neglect, and the erasure of her individuality. Kapur depicts healing as an
inward journey rather than an externally visible transformation, suggesting that in patriarchal social structures, women’s emotional
recovery often occurs in silence and solitude.
Astha’s initial attempts at healing are closely connected to her inner world of art and self-reflection. Painting becomes a therapeutic
medium through which she articulates emotions that remain unspoken in her domestic life. Kapur uses creativity as a symbolic
space of healing, where Astha temporarily transcends her prescribed role as wife and mother. However, this healing remains
incomplete, as artistic expression offers emotional release but does not dismantle the structural limitations imposed by marriage and
societal norms.
A significant phase in Astha’s healing journey emerges through her relationship with Pipeelika. This relationship provides Astha
with emotional intimacy, validation, and a sense of being understood—elements absent in her marriage. Kapur portrays same-sex
love not merely as transgressive desire but as a healing refuge from patriarchal emotional deprivation. Through Pipeelika, Astha
experiences moments of emotional wholeness and self-affirmation, suggesting that healing often begins with recognition and
acceptance of one’s authentic self.
Political engagement also plays a crucial role in Astha’s psychological healing. Her involvement in social and political movements
gives her a sense of purpose beyond domesticity. Kapur links healing with social awareness, showing how Astha’s participation in
collective resistance enables her to channel personal pain into broader social consciousness. This engagement provides temporary
empowerment, allowing Astha to feel connected to causes larger than her own emotional suffering.
Despite these moments of emotional renewal, Kapur resists offering a romanticized or complete resolution. Healing in A Married
Woman is portrayed as partial and cyclical rather than absolute. Astha remains bound by social responsibilities, particularly
motherhood, which complicates her desire for personal freedom. Kapur emphasizes that healing within patriarchal marriage often
involves compromise rather than liberation, underscoring the realistic limitations faced by women seeking emotional autonomy.

V. CONCLUSION

The novel, A Married Woman does not conclude with total liberation or ideal resolution. Astha continues to live within the
structures that caused her pain. Healing, therefore, is partial and ongoing, characterized by resilience rather than escape. Kapur’s
realism lies in acknowledging that for many women, healing does not mean breaking free entirely, but learning to survive with
awareness, dignity, and inner strength. Astha negotiates a path toward psychological survival and personal integrity. Manju Kapur
redefines healing as the courage to live consciously within constraints, making the novel a powerful exploration of female
endurance and self-renewal in a patriarchal society. Astha’s thoughts are realistic and thus she has her own way to move towards the
path of healing as she says:

There is pain and suffering in every life. When the burden becomes intolerable, we seek distractions, which in turn trap us. We
develop a craving for pleasure and sensation, till finally we are at the complete mercy of our desires, which out of ignorance we
have encouraged to grow into monsters. With desire comes dissatisfaction, and dissatisfied man is full of misery, even if he has at
hand the pleasures that the world can give him (95).
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